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FINDING CHINATOWN: ETHNOCENTRISM AND URBAN 
PLANNING 
 
British planning and urban policy making has long had an engagement with Chinese 
culture, whether in terms of formulating its practices or in its understandings of the 
environment.  The status of this relationship, however, is one that is difficult to pin down, 
as what often arises is a sense where Chinese culture is held, on one hand, as a source of 
inspiration and, on the other, in contempt.  Yet, perhaps, one way that it is possible to 
make sense of this uneven, fractured acceptance of difference is through considering an 
essay entitled Of Grammatology as a Positive Science by Jacques Derrida (1976).  As 
way of summary, one of the main points of discussion in this essay is a dossier collated 
by Madeleine V. David, in which Derrida questions the conditions in which a 
grammatology is possible.  In his reading, Derrida cites three “prejudices”.  They are the 
“theological prejudice”, the “Chinese prejudice” and the “hieroglyphist prejudice”.  Read 
together they demonstrate an ethnocentric appropriation of the other, which Spivak 
(1999, 280) suggests, comes “from the appropriate ideological self justification of an 
imperialist project”.  Simplifying somewhat, the theological prejudice takes it for granted 
that writing has transcended from the hand of God.  This prejudice considers writing as a 
given and, in doing so, relegated a science of language as unnecessary.  However, 
according to Derrida, it is with the legibility of non-occidental script that Western 
philosophers began to accept the possibility of a multiplicity of writings, thus fracturing 
the theological prejudice as a universal writing system.  Derrida’s argument then goes on 
to discuss Leibniz’s praise for Chinese script via Descartes.  The argument posed here is 
that Chinese writing offered a blueprint – but only a blueprint – for a philosophical 
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writing (or what he called “Characteristic”) that was able to make up for “a lack” of a 
“simple absolute”, which Derrida tracks to the logos of a Judaeo-Christian God.  In other 
words, Derrida’s observations concerns the way a de-centring other, in the form of a 
Chinese writing, becomes understood by Leibniz as a “domestic representation” and, 
furthermore, mobilised to re-centre a logocentric position.  For Derrida, this 
ethnocentrism reiterates throughout the 20th Century: 
“The concept of Chinese writing …functioned as a sort of European 
hallucination.  This implied nothing fortuitous: this functioning obeyed a 
rigorous necessity.  And the hallucination translated less an ignorance than 
a misunderstanding.  It was not disturbed by the knowledge of Chinese 
script, limited but real, which was then available… The occultation, far 
from proceeding, as it would seem, from ethnocentric scorn, takes the 
form of an hyperbolical admiration.  We have not finished verifying the 
necessity of this pattern.  Our century is not free from it; each time that 
ethnocentrism is precipitately and ostentatiously reversed, some effort 
silently hides behind all the spectacular effects to consolidate an inside 
and to draw from it some domestic benefit.”  (Derrida, 1976, 80) 
 
In this chapter, I consider a number of examples in which a similar structure of 
appropriation and ethnocentrism reiterates through the planning discourse.  What I 
demonstrate is that different forms of Chinese culture, although held in great esteem by 
British planners, have repeatedly been cited throughout the 20th Century to consolidate an 
inside and that this functioning operates through the elision of other, less desired, but 
nonetheless, available forms of identity.  I make this claim through drawing out three 
examples from the planning archive on the relationship between urban planners and 
Chinese culture.  These examples are Patrick Abercrombie’s (1943) seminal planning 
text, Town and Country Planning, Peter Hall’s Enterprise Zones and Birmingham’s 
Chinese Quarter. 
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Patrick Abercrombie and a Chinese Prejudice 
 
In Town and Country Planning, Abercrombie famously outlines his criteria for planning 
practice.  As is well known to planners, these are practices that refuse “laissez-faire” and, 
as he is keen to stress, they are also practices of inter-relations: 
“The touchstone of what constitutes a planning scheme is this matter of 
relationship, the accommodation of several units to make a complete but 
harmonious whole”.  (Abercrombie, 1943, 11) 
 
One of the relationships that Abercrombie seeks to discuss is, of course, between town 
and country.  On this he draws from example after example to suggest that they represent 
“opposite but complementary poles of influence” where each unit becomes formative of 
the other.  For Abercrombie, the implication of these relations is that there is no such 
thing as “natural growth” but instead a planning history where it is possible to detect the 
“conscious” intervention of “mankind [sic]” in “[moulding] his environment” (ibid. 10).  
Abercrombie here, like many contemporary thinkers, challenges the orthodox idea that 
towns are the opposite of nature.  Yet importantly the crux of his argument is that if 
England is to be planned successfully the connections between town/country and 
“nature”/“man” must be handled carefully, especially in light of protecting England’s 
emerging National Parks and when “wild country” comes within reach of a large 
population.  In his case, the solution is both “a code of conduct” and a planning practice 
that he draws from China in the form of Feng Shui. 
According to Matless (1993, 174), by drawing upon Feng Shui, Abercrombie’s 
work casts a doubt on “the view that attention to nature and spirituality and attention to 
the modern metropolis are and have been entirely separate concerns”.  Rather, following 
Cosgrove and Pyrs Gruffudd, Matless instead suggests that the appropriation of Feng 
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Shui or “a rural environmental philosophy in its most spiritual moments cannot 
necessarily be placed in an anti-modern field” as the “modern” lies alongside 
environmentalism (ibid. 175).  Quite clearly, Matless reminds his reader of 
Abercrombie’s point on the formative relationship between different “units”, which blurs 
a distinction between nature and culture.  However, another way that this dialectical 
process can be read is by recognising that “the Chinese” have become selectively 
accommodated along a longer trajectory of English planning and, furthermore, are 
conjured to address the concerns of population and nationalisation in inter-war Britain.  
In this respect, like Leibniz’s “Characteristic”, Abercrombie’s “Feng Shui” is located as a 
domestic representation and reconstructed to fit easily amongst its syntax.  The 
pertinence of this assertion becomes clearer on considering the narrow scope in which 
“The Chinese” appear in Abercrombie’s work: 
“The Chinese, faced with the intensive use of the country, have, as already 
mentioned, evolved a definite system, the practice and aesthetic of Feng 
Shui, for the purpose.  Whether in the present political welter of that 
country any vestiges of the system remain, is uncertain; but we might well 
follow their example in attempting to formulate and act up to some 
definite principles of conduct.  The Chinese landscape, evolved under 
Feng Shui, is probably the most elaborately composed that has ever 
existed; but it has remained country, for unlike the Greeks whose city 
policy dominates Europe, the Chinese have always looked to the country 
as their home.”  (Abercrombie, 1943, 229-230) 
 
“The professor of Feng Shui … is placed in a position of extreme power.  
We can hardly anticipate a practice based upon such esoteric principles … 
But it should be possible to evolve a system of landscape design which 
will be authoritative enough to prevent brutal outrage on the one hand and 
a misguided attempt at a bogus naturalism or faked antiquity on the other.”  
(ibid. 231-232) 
 
If read against the grain, what becomes evident in Abercrombie’s account is that he 
draws from “the Chinese” not their revolutionary actions, even though there are spectres 
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of an unsettling Chinese population.  Nor does he gather a Chinese urban landscape, even 
though Abercrombie tells his students that country is constitutive of town and, 
conversely, that town is constitutive of country.  Instead, he praises “the Chinese” 
according to a planning system that can deal with “the density of population per square 
mile” and in the way that Feng Shui provides “Local administrators” with “absolute 
powers” (ibid. 21).  That the background of these claims is coloured by an upsurge in 
feeling that British planners required greater autonomy and should decentralise British 
cities is far from incidental here.  For these domestic politics - which were instructive to 
the Barlow Commission and the Greater London Plan – mark out the parameters in which 
Feng Shui becomes accepted and understood.  So what is possible to detect in 
Abercrombie’s discussion of Feng Shui and, more broadly, Chinese culture are domestic 
issues where he makes available the blueprint of Feng Shui to define the necessary 
corrections and demonstrate the inadequacies of British planning.  In this regard, 
Abercrombie does not import Chinese culture wholesale, but defines it according to 
certain national conditions.  As I now exemplify, Abercrombie’s Feng Shui simply marks 
a precursor: the limited admiration/appropriation of an idea of China reiterates with more 
contemporary forms of urban planning, albeit with different domestic registers. 
Re-centring the city centre: Birmingham’s Chinese Quarter 
 
“China” as referent hides the hybrid of Chinatown, hidden in its turn from 
the culturally unmarked Anglo.  (Spivak, 1999, 332) 
 
In the following sections, I further consider an ethnocentric history of consolidation with 
reference to urban planning and, in particular, the development of Birmingham’s Chinese 
Quarter.  The period which I re-focus this exposition coincides with a governmental 
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revaluation of the city’s local and global assets.  One of these assets can be identified as 
multiculturalism, another a select migrant in the form of an ethnic entrepreneur.  
However, before I discuss these particular features and characters, it is worth outlining 
the ways in which Birmingham’s planners had understood the city prior to their formal 
introduction.  For such an insight brings to the foreground a number of “lacks”, deficits 
and inadequacies in the cityscape that repeatedly delimit the parameters around which the 
city’s Chinese Quarter was acknowledged by urban planners.  To untangle my claim I 
make a number of steps.  Firstly, I broadly describe the planning priorities surrounding 
the Central Area District Plan1 (Birmingham City Council & West Midlands County 
Council, 1980a, 1980b, 1981) and, secondly, I examine the much-maligned monument of 
the Inner Ring Road.  These two steps are crucial if we are to understand the emergence 
of the city’s official cultural quarters in the late 1980s. 
Hit by rising inflation, hikes in oil prices, competition to its manufacturing sector 
and subsequently unemployment, Birmingham like many cities began to restructure itself 
in the 1970s (Cherry, 1994, Beazley et al. 1997, Spencer et al, 1986).  Perhaps, the most 
spectacular features of the restructuring took the form of large scale, flag ship 
developments that were intended to broaden the city’s economic base (Lister, 1991; 
Smyth, 1994, Loftman & Nevin, 1996a, 1996b).  These included the building of the 
National Exhibition Centre (NEC) and, later, the International Convention Centre.  
However, closely affiliated to the amelioration package were a series of smaller aesthetic 
schemes, including the re-establishment of public art and the conservation of a number of 
fragments from Birmingham’s industrial past, that were provided with public support 
under the proviso that they would “have a profound effect upon our appreciation and 
                                                 
1 From now on referred to as the CADP. 
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confidence in the area” (CADP, 1981, 1).  In government circles and indeed planning, 
such “appreciation and confidence” was undoubtedly wrapped up with attracting 
footloose investment and business tourism (see CADP, 1980a, 1981; Fretter, 1993).  The 
somewhat idealistic, but all too familiar, hope was that the planning authority’s taste in 
symbolic capital would transform into money capital or, at least, a form of competitive 
advantage (see Bianchini, 1990; Harvey, 1990; Zukin, 1991).  Certainly, these narratives 
were not specific to Birmingham.  Yet, what becomes apparent is that even though the 
image enhancement schemes of the CADP never included any mention of a Chinese 
Quarter, let alone multiculturalism, it is possible to note how its schema became 
translated into the Quarter’s planning.  Moreover, it is possible to note how the antithesis 
of Birmingham’s remarketing strategy, which involved tackling the image of the Inner 
Ring Road and inner city, became an element that preoccupied the Quarter’s plans. 
Birmingham’s Inner Ring Road and the Areas of Potential Change.  There is perhaps no 
better monument that intersects the fluctuating history of Birmingham’s post-war 
planning than the Inner Ring Road.  Designed by the architect James Roberts and built of 
pre-cast in situ concrete, the road conjoined seven major junctions with 4.8 miles of dual 
carriageway, encompassed four underpasses, two flyovers, five bridges, one twin tunnel 
and covered 52 pedestrian subways as well as twenty public conveniences and 45 shops 
(Cowles & Piggott, 1974).  When it was opened in 1971, the road was officially named 
the Queensway2 and, in a similar vein, it was acknowledged to be the “jewel in the 
crown” of the region’s public developments (Cherry, 1994, 199).  Such grand and 
                                                 
2 Although building began in 1957, Queen Elizabeth II only officially opened the Inner Ring Road on the 
7th of April 1971.  The Council had intended that only one section of the Ringway, between Holloway 
Circus and Great Charles Street should be named “Queensway”.  However, as the Queen was not told this 
information, she pronounced the entire Inner Ring Road, “Queensway” (McKenna, 1986).  
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monolithic gestures were indicative of Birmingham’s attempt to demonstrate its support 
for the local, and then flourishing automobile industry.  However, even at its conception, 
support for the road was always far from absolute.  For despite the fact that the Deputy 
City Engineer and the Resident Engineer declared that the road had “improved the 
environmental quality of the area” (Cowles & Piggott, 1975), its Corbusian styled 
structure was dismissed as lacking “architectural distinction” (Birmingham City Council 
Planning & Architecture Department, 1996a).  In addition, the road itself was said to be a 
magnet for pollution and its subways were criticised for being a nuisance for the elderly, 
as well as being prime spots for crime and disorder (Birmingham Development 
Department, 1989).  Indeed, by the time planning entered into the 1980s the dismissal of 
the Queensway became common currency in the local urban discourse.  For instance, the 
CADP associated the road with a multitude of uneven, yet mostly depreciative, signifiers 
such as “drab and inhuman”, “gloomy, dirty and dangerous”, “monotone”, “unfinished”, 
“unattractive”, “particularly unpleasant” and also one of lack: 
“Areas which lack visual interest lie between New Street and the Hurst 
Street area and New Street and Broad Street and at the northern end of 
Corporation Street.  These not only form barriers between entertainment 
areas but are also unattractive areas in the City Centre both by day as well 
as by night.”  (CADP, 1980b, 50) 
 
Interwoven into these claims on the road’s aesthetics were others that concerned an 
alteration to its function.  The first Highbury Initiative (Birmingham City Council, 1988) 
- a delegation of academics, architects, planners, management consultants, landowners 
and government officials3 - argued that the city should shift the Queensway’s emphasis to 
                                                 
3 In March 1988, Birmingham City Council and the Birmingham City Action Team convened the 
Birmingham City Centre Challenge Symposium, also known as the Highbury Initiative.   A second 
symposium was held in September 1989.  Each symposium resulted in the establishment of an organisation 
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encourage pedestrianisation through building tree lined boulevards and by re-routing the 
city’s motor traffic to the Middle Ring Road.  They hoped that these measures would 
release commercial expansion from the city centre and moreover relieve Birmingham of a 
number of “Left-over spaces” dotted around the inner city (ibid. 10).  In the draft of the 
CADP, such leftovers roughly matched what were provisionally called the six major 
“areas of potential change” (see Map).  The argument and intention behind these, which 
can be tracked from at least the 1975 Survey of City Centre Land Use, was that the 
Queensway had opened up “residual land” that needed to be brought back into 
compatibility with the city centre and that this “residual land” offered the space where the 
city could redefine itself as an international centre.  The “general philosophy” of the 
CADP states the remit clearly: 
“The general philosophy of the Plan acknowledges that during the 1980s 
the overall pattern of land use will remain stable and that it is the “areas of 
potential change” that offer the opportunities for achieving the objectives 
of the Plan.  In them there is room to accommodate those activities which 
will enhance the City Centre as a regional centre in particular, office uses 
or cultural activities.  However, vacant sites will not be retained 
indefinitely … as it is equally important to the aims of the Plan that sites 
should not remain unused for unduly long periods, thereby giving the City 
a run-down look”. (Birmingham City Council & West Midlands County 
Council, 1980a, 9) 
 
In short, the “areas of potential change” signalled an aesthetic revaluation of the relation 
between the city centre and its margins, as well as a reworking of the connection between 
upper and lower circuits of capital.  The suggestion was that these areas were somewhat 
“vacant” or “backwaters” of Birmingham and that they now should be given an enhanced 
value, whether symbolic or of use, to support Birmingham’s search for a new service 
sector.  As outlined in the CADP, this included the enhancement of a consumerist style of 
                                                                                                                                                 
– City 2000 and the Birmingham Marketing Partnership – to promote Birmingham as a place of business 
tourism. 
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urbanisation through an expansion of leisure facilities and, in particular, a need to address 
the “absence of a well defined restaurant or “eating out” area” in the city centre for the 
corporate visitors to the NEC (CADP, 1980b, 45).  The solution, however, involved 
finding a suitable site for the establishment of “a major entertainment zone” and to court 
joint funding with property owners, occupiers and civic organisations to build “a better 
environment” (CADP, 1980a, 109).  One of four sites that became identified was the 
Hurst Street’ area of potential change: 
“In recent years, the area of Hurst Street/Smallbrook Ringway has 
naturally developed a role as a major entertainment and specialist service 
trades zone.  The Hippodrome Theatre, which is now being refurbished, 
can serve as the focus for general environmental and physical 
improvements in this vicinity, including limited pedestrianisation, 
improved car parking and the facelift of frontages.”  (ibid. 114) 
 
Within the different documents that make up the CADP, it seems that from being labelled 
as an area lacking visual stimulus (see above), Hurst Street was called a naturally 
evolving major entertainment zone.  Only three years later, planners would also call it a 
Chinese Quarter, despite the fact that it housed a heterogeneous ethnic population and a 
number of Birmingham’s gay and lesbian businesses.  This emergence coincided with the 
populating of urban policy with the over valorised figure of the ethnic entrepreneur. 
Urban policy and ethnic entrepreneurship 
 
“Some people have felt swamped by immigrants.  They’ve seen the whole 
character of their neighbourhood change.  …  Of course people can feel 
that they are being swamped.  Small minorities can be absorbed – they can 
be assets to the majority community – but once a minority in a 
neighbourhood gets very large, people do feel swamped”.  (Margaret 
Thatcher, February 25th 1979, cited in Solomos, 1993, 97, my emphasis) 
  
Throughout the 1960s to early 1970s, there were a number of changes to governmental 
discourse that trace the emergence of ethnic minorities in urban planning.  Some of the 
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most significant of these shifts occurred with the introduction of the Urban Programme 
and under Section 11 of the 1966 Local Government Act, which were initially orientated 
towards social and educational provision, albeit with varying degrees of 
acknowledgement of race and ethnicity.  However, a period between the mid-1970s to 
mid-1980s marked a more exaggerated, if not more decisive, turning point in terms of the 
level of governmental recognition afforded to ethnic and racial differences.  For instance, 
these were times where the larger and more left leaning local authorities incorporated 
elements of equal opportunity thinking into their development plans (Davies, 1996) and a 
time when racial discrimination was formally recognised as an urban problem (HMSO, 
1977).  On another relevant plane, the Royal Town Planning Institute worked with the 
Commission for Racial Equality to reconsider planning practices and it was agreed that a 
“colour blind perspective” should be replaced by an acknowledgement of “ethnicity” in 
urban plans (RTPI/CRE, 1983).  Undoubtedly, some of these actions were instigated as a 
response to social protest and, in particular, to unrest in 1981 (Home, 1982), and some of 
them were by-products of the Race Relations Act of 19764.  But co-existing with what 
has been coined “the struggle over the politics of representation” (Hall, S., 1996) was 
another macro-political shift that culminated in an increased valuation of entrepreneurial 
forms of governance (Harvey, 1989).  Simplifying somewhat, this shift became 
underwritten by the hegemonic themes of national duty, self interest, competitive 
individualism and anti-statism, which promoted the rolling back of the managerial state, 
contractualisation, the reconstruction of service provision as an entrepreneurial practice 
and public-private partnerships.  With respect to British planning, the turn in the agenda 
                                                 
4 Section 19A of the Race Relations Act of 1976 made it “unlawful for a planning authority to discriminate 
against a person in carrying out their planning functions” (cited in Thomas & Krishnarayan, 1994, 6). 
 11
did little for equal opportunities and its attempts to tackle socio-economic disadvantage 
amongst minority groups (Thomas, 1994).  Yet, I would also suggest that the dispersal of 
these regulative trajectories, along with the increased recognition of cultural differences, 
began to share an affinity, if not valorised, a policy formulation of immigrants, or at least 
some elected features of them, as a potential node of regeneration.  As way of example, 
Peter Hall’s address to the Royal Town Planning Institute in 1977 marks the influence of, 
or hijacking by, these interwoven trajectories.  In this speech Hall suggested that to 
reverse urban decline in the inner cities, one strategy that planners could adopt would be 
the “non plan” (Hall, P., 1977 cited in Hall, P., 1982, 417).  More specifically for Hall 
this meant that they should reduce governmental bureaucracy, eliminate taxation, free the 
migration of labour and affirm entrepreneurial immigrants to “recreate the Hong Kong of 
the 1950s and 1960s inside inner Liverpool or inner Glasgow” (ibid.).  Four years later, 
he re-drew this “model”: 
“There is yet a further strategy.  It is to recognise that in the period when 
inner city innovation did flourish, it did so to a remarkable degree with the 
aide of newly-arrived groups of people who brought with them a strong 
entrepreneurial tradition.  …  The same might happen again, if we 
attracted small businessmen [sic], with capital and expertise, to settle and 
establish small workshops and trading centres.  Thus we might begin to 
emulate the drive and enthusiasm of emerging centres like Singapore or 
Hongkong [sic].  Witness, in the second half of the 1970s, the 
development of London’s Tottenham Court Road as a rival electronics 
trading centre to Hongkong’s [sic] Nathan Road.”  (Hall, 1981, 122) 
 
Although Hall (1982) argued that such a solution was only a “model” to face up to “real 
economic prospects” and insisted that he was a social democrat, unsurprisingly, these 
proposals became easily appropriated by neo-liberals who cited Hall’s “non-plan” in their 
formulations for urban policy.  One snag, however, was that with the Conservative 
Government’s commitment towards immigration controls, it was not so much immigrant 
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entrepreneurs who became celebrated, but ethnic entrepreneurs.  Subsequently, the 
Enterprise Zones in which Hall’s ideas are accredited brought exemption from rates, 
development land tax and industrial training levies, but dropped the elements that 
involved the free migration of labour and the encouragement of immigration (Hall, P., 
1996).  Nevertheless, other schemes were either re-focussed or constructed to enhance the 
employability and business skills of ethnic minorities.  The Urban Programme in the 
1980s along with the Ethnic Minorities Business Initiative and the Ethnic Minority Grant 
are clear examples of this (see Moon & Atkinson, 1997; Munt, 1994).  Furthermore, with 
reference to the West Midlands, the County Council’s Economic Development 
Committee also took a number of additional steps along these lines.  One such step 
involved the establishment of a Business Advice and Training Scheme to “assist ethnic 
entrepreneurs”.  Another involved commissioning the writing of various reports to 
explore different avenues that ethnic minority groups offered in broadening the regional 
space-economy.  In the mid-1980s, these reports included: “The West Midlands Food 
Industries”, which saw the “ethnic food market” as a potential means to access overseas 
markets: “opportunity for food exports (e.g. Halal meat to the Middle East as some West 
Midland abattoirs are already doing)” (Wiggins & Lang, 1985), and the “Directory on 
Ethnic Minority Businesses” (Birmingham Enterprise Centre, 1986), which according to 
Councillor Albert Bore would “assist inter-trading” and “benefit the local economy”. 
There is little room to discuss the beneficiaries of the Enterprise Zones here (see 
Massey, 1982).  Still what is worth underscoring is that ethnic minority enterprises were 
not new to Birmingham: a handful of “Chop Suey Houses”5 had been opened prior to 
                                                 
5 John Wong, in the City Sound Archive (C367), describes the Chinese restaurants that existed prior to 
1968 as selling Chop Suey rather than genuine Cantonese cuisine.  Although, the first “Chinese” restaurant 
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1960 and ethnic minority businesses had existed in the city as early as the 1930s 
(Sutcliffe & Smith, 1974).  Rather, it was that they had now become enlisted and 
rationalised as a node of regional regeneration and, furthermore, served as a means to re-
visualise the city’s connection to different international circuits of capital.  As the 1997-
2000 Economic Strategy for Birmingham suggests, one of the intentions of 
Birmingham’s Economic Development Partnership (1997, 6) would be to “[build] on the 
unique advantage that our multi-cultural City gives in international trading arenas”.  I 
think that the case of the hand over of Hong Kong to China in 1997 provides another 
example of the sort of advantages and connections that  Birmingham was pursuing. 
Hong Kong 1984 to Birmingham 1997.  The Joint Declaration between Britain and China 
in 1984 exacerbated expectations of both emigration and capital flight from Hong Kong 
(see Cuthbert, 1995; Lin, 1998).  In 1994, per capita gross domestic product was higher 
in Hong Kong than in Britain and Australia (Smart & Smart, 1996, 37), and a number of 
countries, particularly those around the Pacific Rim, re-regulated their immigration and 
urban policies to cash in (see Mitchell, 1993, 1998).  In Britain, the governmental 
response, although not clear-cut, was one that promoted a conditional form of settlement 
that was clouded by self-interest (Parker, 1995).  The British Nationality (Hong Kong) 
Act of 1990, for example, made available 50,000 passports to heads of household and 
their families according to a points scheme that favoured Hong Kong’s corporate, 
professional, public service and military elite.  Other attempts to solicit the dispersal of 
this financially affluent polarity of transnational labour were conducted in the West 
Midlands, where the Development Agency flagged the presence of an existing British 
                                                                                                                                                 
(Hua gu lou) in Birmingham opened in 1952, Wong argues that it was not until the Happy Gathering 
opened in 1968 that genuine Cantonese food was available in the city. 
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Chinese population to attract prospective investors to inner city areas (Financial Times, 
May 29th 1996).  Similarly, in Birmingham the local government response played upon a 
suggestion that around 5000 post-1984 Hong Kong migrants would arrive in the region 
and that they would be a source of investment for the city’s financial recovery.  For this 
reason a delegation of City Council’ officers were temporarily located in Hong Kong and 
a series of conferences were held between senior city councillors and the Birmingham 
Chinese Society.  In one of them, a spokesperson for the Chinese community echoed the 
views of Margaret Thatcher on immigration and its assets.  More precisely, he stated: 
“There will be a lot of confused people arriving here.  It could put an 
enormous strain on existing services. 
I would like Birmingham to have a policy to encourage people to come 
here. 
They are not poor refugees.  They are nearly all professional, well-
educated people, many of them with capital to put into starting businesses.  
They could be an asset to the city. 
We are developing a Chinatown in Birmingham as a tourist attraction and 
it will be a lot more successful if there is a good-sized Chinese community 
here”.  (Steve Yau, Birmingham Chinese Society cited in the Birmingham 
Post, June 19th 1991). 
 
A number of points can be made here.  Firstly, as Davis (1990), with respect to 
multiculturalism in Los Angeles, and Lin (1995), with respect to Houston’s Chinatown, 
argue the marketing of ethnic diversity provides place entrepreneurs with a forum to 
negotiate their standing in the city.  In Birmingham, like many Western cities, two 
contingencies that define a similar speaking position have become the features of capital 
investment and/or value to the tourist industry.  Not incidentally, in return for these 
investments, these businessmen receive local government support to mobilise their labour 
and to endorse Chinatown6.  This relationship might be called a “regional class alliance” 
                                                 
6 As one of the key agencies that seek to represent the Birmingham’s Chinese community, BCS readily 
solicits local government money.  In the mid-1990s this included a Community Development Officer who 
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(Harvey, 1985, 140).  Secondly, if these agents have become co-opted by local 
government as players in the city’s regeneration, quite clearly they are not subaltern.  As 
Spivak (1999, 310) points out, the entry into the “circuits of citizenship” is also an 
insertion “into the long road to hegemony”.  However, it should not be forgotten that 
such an enculturing and appropriation of multicultural difference does not imply that the 
eradication of a subaltern subject.  For, as with all forms of hegemony the above familial 
pact, which favours affluence and embraces particular gendered relations, cannot be 
thought of as an absolute.  Instead, the favouritism acts like a political closure whose 
syntax cannot help but reveal the repression of an emergent heterogeneity, which is 
conjured here as the marginal, constitutive figure of the poor refugee.  There are 
undoubtedly other identities amongst them, but one question that this perhaps raises is 
whether these borderlines are going to be re-figured in the light that the city promotes 
itself as an international meeting place. 
Translating the CADP into Birmingham’s Chinese Quarter 
 
With the advent of the Birmingham Unitary Plan of 1993, one group of ethnic 
entrepreneurs, the Chinese business community, became increasingly highlighted in the 
planning archive.  However, their presence and their potential economic contribution was 
surrounded by a number of descriptive parameters that delimit the planning of the 
Chinese Quarter.  Often, these limits appear in an interwoven fashion, but for exposition 
they might be identified as: Birmingham as a motor city, attracting business tourism and 
                                                                                                                                                 
was assigned by the Economic Development Department to meet some key targets that endeavoured to 
mobilise Chinese labour.  These included: establishing an Employment Resource Centre, developing 
business advice, delivering vocational training, the promotion of Chinese catering businesses and the 
promotion of the local Chinese Quarter as a tourist attraction.  The Community Development Officer also 
organised seminars on the possible arrival of Hong Kong immigrants. 
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building support for the NEC through consumption services, and addressing the city’s 
aesthetic lack in the inner city.  As alluded to above, such themes are repetitions of the 
agenda of the CADP and, as such, they indicate that the introduction of the Chinese 
Quarter is like a translation, repeating a similar, domestic agenda that previously had 
little interest in celebrating multiculturalism.  My claim might be elaborated upon if we 
take a number of examples. 
The Chinese Quarter and Birmingham’s Roads.  The introduction of Birmingham’s 
Chinese Quarter in the local government archive is not so much a rupture from previous 
“colour blind” approaches to planning, but instead becomes discussed through reiterating 
a number of established “problems” that have been acknowledged in Birmingham’s 
cityscape.  One of these “problems” includes addressing “the physical barrier created by 
the Queensway” (Birmingham City Council, 1992), together with fixing the “disjointed” 
and “insensitive” character of post war development (Birmingham City Council Planning 
& Architecture Department, 1996b).  Here the Chinese Quarter acts as a means of 
embellishing the city’s roads through street furniture and cultural motifs: 
“Action Statement: Chinese Quarter/Markets 
 To continue to promote the Chinese “Theme” within the area, 
including signing and the provision of a Chinese Arch, adjacent to the 
Arcadian. 
 To promote enhanced pedestrian accessibility and integration, by the 
introduction of a normal street junction, with surface pedestrian 
crossing at Hill Street/Hurst Street 
 To establish a pedestrian priority Square, adjoining the Hippodrome 
Theatre and Arcadian development, in conjunction with a traffic 
management scheme for Hurst Street.  (Birmingham City Council, 
1992, 17) 
  
Like the “areas of potential change”, the Chinese Quarter together with its pagoda’s and 
gateways becomes entangled with the city centre, its roads, its conference halls, its hotels, 
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its leisure industries and, moreover, deferring the sights of the monolithic building 
projects of the 1960s and 1970s.  One redevelopment scheme, Birmingham’s pagoda, 
located on a roundabout above the Inner Ring Road was granted European Funds for the 
reason that it purportedly “[improved the] environmental infrastructure” and could “help 
to stimulate up to “£75million of private sector investment in the locality” (Application to 
the Birmingham Integrated Operational Programme for a Chinese Gate, Smallbrook 
Queensway, 1994). 
China Court and Business Tourism.  Vital to the emergence of an official Chinese 
Quarter in Birmingham was the redevelopment of two wholesale warehouses; one 
formerly called the Lawrence Brothers premises and the other a former property named 
Bayliss House.  For the Development Department, the conversion of these properties 
provided the “basis for the establishment of Chinese Quarter [sic] in the City Centre” 
(PA: 920/16) and marked the start of a period when planning began to overtly act upon 
the economic potential of the Chinese community.  Given the outline of the CADP, it was 
not inevitable that a Chinese Quarter would be focussed around these premises or its 
immediate surroundings.  For example, the CADP had deemed this area as available to a 
mixture of uses and the Lawrence Brothers building, whilst being considered difficult to 
let, was exposed to different interests in the early 1980s, all of which were acceptable to 
the Development Department.  Nevertheless, the proposal that particularly excited 
planners was known as China Court.  Initially proposed by Fullwell Service Limited, this 
development sought to convert the Lawrence Brothers premises into a complex 
consisting of a restaurant, casino, night-club, shop units, wine bar, cafeteria, dance studio 
and offices.  Put together, these facilities were described to the local press by the City 
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Planning Officer as a “comprehensive leisure complex with a genuine Chinese flavour” 
(Birmingham Post, May 10th 1983).  However, although the development was, and 
continues to be, contingent upon Chinese people, the establishment of this flavour 
became overseen and gathered legitimacy by estate agents and planners who drew 
attention to particular inadequacies in Birmingham’s City Centre.  For instance, the 
developers and the planning authority each repeated a view of China Court as a “unique” 
attraction to the United Kingdom that would particularly appeal to conference visitors 
and enhance Birmingham’s image as “an International Centre”  (PA: 920/19/1C).  China 
Court, it seemed, made the necessary corrections to the features that had been identified 
as somewhat lacking in the CADP including the lack of a spectacle in the Hurst Street 
“area of potential change” and the lack of a well-defined eating out area.  Moreover, the 
second phase of the development was discussed primarily in terms of the lack in the City 
Centre of specialist retailing: 
“The proposed development lies in the Chinese Quarter and Markets area 
and is wholly consistent with the need to promotes its tourist potential.  
The development should create additional specialist retailing which is 
currently lacking in the City Centre and should complement the adjacent 
China Court …” (Development Department Memorandum from Planning 
Division to City Centre Group, April 9th 1990, my emphasis) 
 
Wrottesley Square and Spectacle.  In 1984, a local Chinatown atmosphere was still in its 
infancy and, moreover, doubts arose over the level of private sector commitment for 
China Court.  In response, the City Centre Co-ordinating Steering Group and Business 
Development Officer sought to reassure Fullwell Services Limited through proposing the 
redevelopment of an area called Wrottesley Square.  This particular square had 
previously served as an area for car parking, but as the Principal Business Development 
Officer pointed out, it provided “an opportunity to extend the “Chinese” theme” through 
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“a design scheme” that potentially could have accommodated “dancing, displays, 
wrestling etc”.  At an estimated cost of £80,000, the design itself was to include “a 
traditional Chinese paving module, “an ornate canopy”, street nameplates with “English 
names and Chinese equivalents” as well as a decorated gateway” or “Heaven Gate” with 
“murals of dragons etc.”  (Letter from the Principal Business Development Officer, 20th 
March 1984).  On closer inspection, however, it also included what might be described as 
a domestic outline. 
Throughout the mid-1990s, the process of introducing what were called “multi-
cultural names” for Birmingham’s roads was a controversial affair because of claims by 
local politicians that they were “the height of politically correct lunacy”7.  Still, what is 
interesting about the sign for Hurst Street - as devised by the West Midlands Public Art 
Collective on behalf of the West Midlands County Council and Birmingham City Council 
(Figure 1) - was that it functioned “as a sort of European hallucination” (Derrida, 1976, 
80).  For although a rough etymology of Hurst Street would find that the street was 
previously known as Hurst Hill and named so, according to McKenna (1986), in “old” 
English because this was a wooded hill, a reading of the Chinese equivalent indicates a 
failure to engage with Chinese language and the failure of, what Spivak (1999, 334) calls, 
“national identity sharing”.  For although the middle character of the design can be 
interpreted in Chinese script as meaning “son”, the other two ideograms may be 
translated as, to paraphrase Jameson (cited in Spivak, 1999), some dead letters or material 
signifiers, which are not disturbed by the possibility of actual knowledge of Chinese 
script.  In short, it would seem that the Chinese Quarter could be signified without 
Chinese language itself. 
                                                 




Like Abercrombie’s Feng Shui and Hall’s entrepreneurial model, planning in 
Birmingham has supplemented the CADP by soliciting a “Chinese prejudice”.  In all 
these cases, it is not that the planner brings to the agenda a “new” configuration.  Nor is it 
that the planning discourse has significantly altered its limits.  It is that with times of 
uncertainty a “non-occidental” blue print has been made legible to fit in with the 
structural objectives and deficits of planning practice.  With reference to Birmingham, 
whilst Chinatown may allude to multicultural difference, the planning discourse 
accommodates it, and understands it, along a narrow syntactical chain that includes issues 
of aesthetics and dereliction, together with the ideals of financial investment and the 
business tourist.  These have become the dominant, yet narrow, vectors that reiterate 
through the understanding of Chinatown by local planners.  Lying outside these 
understandings are entities that are not accounted for, however.  These include an actual 
knowledge of Chinese writing and, not least, the refugee.  It would seem that if 
Birmingham is to consider itself multicultural, then, there is a need to consider this 
planning orthodoxy and demonstrate a commitment to the other. 
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